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Institute- that possessed an ancient quality, seemingly wise beyond 

their years. For instance, the plaza’s frame of concrete and 

travertine, in which rests an unobstructed view of the Pacific Ocean, 

seems to defy its modern historical context and the technology that 

produced it- rather, it holds steadfast, immutable against the line of 

the horizon. 

 Such a description suits not only the aesthetic but also the 

practical intentions of the institute, which were to make a building 

to withstand the test of time- be it environmental, structural, 

technological, or otherwise. With this charge, Kahn and his structural 

engineer August Komendant devised a scheme that met the needs of the 

unstable seismic conditions of California, and also housed laboratory 

spaces that could be retrofitted for equipment without disturbing 

research activity in addition to being free of any interrupting 

structural elements. 

Figure 2: Louis I. Kahn. Proposed site plan. Salk Institute for Biological Studies, La 
Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 
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 The program for the facilities originally included laboratory 

spaces, private offices for the scientists conducting research, and 

several meeting halls. Of this, only the labs and offices were 

realized. According to Kahn’s original proposal, employees and 

visitors were to arrive by car to the northwest of the site, from 

which they would proceed southeast along an allée of eucalyptus trees 

and emerge in a tree-filled courtyard between the primary laboratory 

buildings. A conversation between Salk, Kahn, and Mexican architect 

Luis Barragán led to the removal of the trees, thus creating the now-

iconic plaza.5 The processional allée of trees also did not survive, 

drastically altering the contemporary approach to the facility. 

 In present day, one arrives at a parking lot on the western 

perimeter of the site. S/he advances towards the front gates and 

directly into a travertine plaza- a product of the 21st century 

addition that includes auditorium spaces and administrative offices. 

The new buildings match the Kahn-designed portion of the campus in 

width, material, and color. However, the central axis across which the 

two buildings are mirrored is mis-aligned with that of its older 

counterpart, thus creating a distinction between the old and new as 

well as paying respect to the forgotten non-axial arrival sequence 

proposed by Kahn. A few steps up from the western addition to the 

complex, the visitor passes through a thin screen of eucalyptus trees- 

another homage to the past design. 

 As s/he exits, the Salk Institute plaza finally appears, a level 

below his or her feet. The desire to enter axially into the plaza is 

circumvented by the staircase that runs perpendicular to the main 
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axis, diverting the visitor one last time as s/he descends to the 

elevation of the travertine-clad courtyard. 

 The axis of the complex runs from east to west, angled according 

to the seasonal movements of the sun, so that the channel, which 

ordinarily flows into the horizon, terminates visually at the setting 

sun of the solar equinox. 

 Symmetry defines and adorns the space, from the laboratory 

buildings mirrored the north and south of the channel to the 

meticulous placement of the form-ties and scoring on the in-situ 

concrete planes of the structure. 

Figure 3: Louis I. Kahn. Plan. Salk Institute for Biological Studies, La Jolla, CA, 
1959-65. 
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 The plan of the laboratory buildings includes four key spaces: 

private offices to the west, a library to the east, an open loggia (at 

ground level) or balcony (at the upper level) that runs the length of 

the building, and a single continuous laboratory space that also 

extends the full length. The balcony, in addition to offering a higher 

vantage point from which to view the ocean, houses an outdoor 

classroom of sorts, with chalkboards mounted to the structure. The 

laboratories are wrapped in glass, with columns restricted to the 

perimeter. This leaves the space free of any obstructive vertical 

elements, and therefore affording the laboratories a plan of infinite 

flexibility- to be reconfigured and subdivided according to the needs 

of the researchers. Equipment can also be moved freely without the 

hindrance of intervening structural elements or narrow doorways, as 

the glass walls are simply removed during the installation process. 

 

Figure 4: Louis I. Kahn. Structural diagram. Salk Institute for Biological Studies, La 
Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 

Figure 5: Louis I. Kahn. Intermediary floors. Salk Institute for Biological Studies, 
La Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 
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 The section further reveals the reasons for such flexibility of 

the laboratory. Between the main floors are shorter intermediary 

floors that provide the structural capacity to have such long clear 

spans on the main floors. These interstitial spaces behave as 

Vierendeel trusses, in addition to housing all of the electrical, 

mechanical, and plumbing systems for the laboratories. Such forward-

thinking in structural planning has enabled the complete remodel of 

the laboratory spaces with the various technological developments and 

code changes of the last fifty years. In fact, extensive maintenance 

and building systems updates have occurred- and will continue to take 

place- without disturbing the work of the scientists. 

 Concrete, travertine, and teak complete the material palette of 

the complex. The unique mix of pozzolanic in-situ concrete, dubbed 

“Salk-crete,” appears pink in direct sunlight and is smooth to the 

touch. It performs structurally in addition to acting as the façade to 

the plaza. The structure is unadorned, but for the meticulously placed 

holes left by form-ties and scored lines that speak of the 

construction process and indicate a scale nearer to that of the human. 

Carefully selected travertine paves the plaza and matches the same 

pale shade of the concrete.  

 Teak panels articulate the facades of the libraries and private 

offices, their warm color contrasting with the cool tones of the other 

two materials. A gap- a single inch- separates them from the concrete, 

allowing them to expand and contract without causing any damage. This 

gap, pragmatic in nature, is what Kahn called a shadow joint, a gap of 

great importance, for “the joint is the beginning of ornament.”6 
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 All three of these materials were chosen for their durability, as 

well as their aesthetic qualities. Over the life of the building, only 

the teak has deteriorated to warrant replacement, for the sole reason 

that Jonas Salk insisted on treating the panels instead of allowing 

them to age at the instruction of the architect. 

 That the Salk Institute for Biological studies is among the best 

architecture in the world is evidenced by the unity of the project’s 

utility with its unlikely spirituality. The project fulfilled the 

basic needs of the program- laboratory space, offices, and libraries- 

but it did so in a way that was structurally innovative, materially 

distinct, and elegantly articulated. Order permeates every facet of 

the complex- visible in the symmetry of the plaza, and the precision 

of the formwork, and the pristine materiality. Every aspect of the 

Figure 6: Louis I. Kahn. Photo of façade along the plaza. Salk Institute for 
Biological Studies, La Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 

Figure 7: Louis I. Kahn. Sketch of private office facade. Salk Institute for 
Biological Studies, La Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 
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building proclaims to the visitor of mankind’s struggle and victory 

against the chaos of the natural environment, a monument to the 

mission statement of the organization it serves. 

Figure 7: Louis I. Kahn. Within the sawtooth elevation. Salk Institute for Biological 
Studies, La Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 
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Figure 8: Louis I. Kahn. Elevation of southern building. Salk Institute for Biological 
Studies, La Jolla, CA, 1959-65. 
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Library at Phillips Exeter Academy 

In the early fifties, Exeter Academy, a prestigious boarding 

school in New Hampshire, set out to build a new library in the that 

would accomodate the Academy's needs for the next quarter of a century 

and complement the Georgian buildings that defined the architecture of 

the campus.1 A long and arduous process ensued, during which two 

architects were hired and then fired. An open call for recommendations 

and submissions put the search committee of the Library of 1945 in 

touch with Louis Kahn, who was eventually hired to design the 

building.2 

Of particular interest to the architect search committee was 

Kahn’s personal belief on the nature of a library’s function.  

“The quality of a library, by inspiring a superior faculty 

and attracting superior students, determines the 

effectiveness of a school. No longer a mere depository of 

books and magazines, the modern library becomes a 

laboratory for research and experimentation, a quiet 

retreat for study, reading and reflection, the intellectual 

center of the community… Fulfilling needs of a school 

expected eventually to number one thousand students, 

unpretentious, though in a handsome, inviting contemporary 

style, such a library would affirm the regard at the 

Academy for the work of the mind and the hands of man."3 

Another assertion of his was that: 

 “the emphasis should not be on housing books but on 

housing readers using books. It is therefore desirable to 
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seek an environment that would encourage and insure the 

pleasure of reading and study."4 

Such a strong humanistic belief directed the course of the library’s 

design, as it appealed to the universality of the pursuit of knowledge 

while also dealing elegantly with the practical aspects of introducing 

a new structure to the fabric of the historic campus.  

 The building sits south of the main street that cuts through the 

campus, standing at a distance and partially obscured by the trees 

that populate the lawn. Undoubtedly the more successful of the two 

buildings Kahn designed for the campus- the failure being a dining 

Figure 1: Louis I. Kahn. Northern elevation viewed from the lawn. Library at Phillips 
Exeter Academy, Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 
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room- the nearly eighty-foot-tall library rises high above the roofs 

of the colonial style buildings that dominate its context. 

  The building is square in plan, with chamfered corners that 

soften the brutality of placing a massive cube at the previously 

unoccupied center of the educational complex. One encounters the 

library from the northern façade, first entering a covered exterior 

space that wraps the full perimeter of the square. A vestibule 

protrudes into this covered walkway of the northern facade, announcing 

its presence as the only means of entering the massive and otherwise 

impenetrable cube. Upon entering, the visitor is greeted by an 

imposing monumental circular staircase of travertine that demands s/he 

climb to the next level. 

 The ascent to the atrium confirms the simplicity of the 

building’s diagram: a series of concentric squares, with the open 

atrium at the center, compact stacks and servant spaces in the 

intermediate ring, and open but intimate reading spaces and study 

Figure 2: Louis I. Kahn. Plan of the dining room (left) and Library (right) both 
designed by Kahn. Library at Phillips Exeter Academy, Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 
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carrels along the perimeter of the plan. The stacks and servant 

spaces- staircases and restrooms located at the corners of the square- 

cater to the featured elements of the plan. They define the perimeter 

of the atrium to enhance its volumetric quality, while isolating the 

study spaces to encourage a more intimate atmosphere suitable for 

studying. 

 In section, the atrium rises seventy feet, topped by a giant “x” 

that is two stories deep. Around it, anyone on the floor levels that 

house the book stacks and study carrels can see straight into the 

voided core of the building. Of the four levels above, two pull away 

from the envelope of the building, allowing the façade to maintain the 

double-height apertures appropriate to the scale of the facade. 

 The project uses four main materials. Unfinished teak and brick 

clad the exterior, while reinforced cast-in-place concrete and white 

oak act as their interior counterparts. Required by the school’s self-

enforced material palette to encourage cohesion with other buildings 

Figure 3: Louis I. Kahn. First floor plan, second floor plan, and section. Library at 
Phillips Exeter Academy, Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 
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on campus, the exterior brickwork was sourced from a local brick 

mason. Teak, unfinished and left to age in the elements, fills the 

lower portion of the building’s double height apertures, indicating 

the location of the of the study carrels within and humanizing the 

scale of the otherwise massive windows.5 

 Inside, the structure consists entirely of reinforced concrete. 

Around the atrium, a large circle punctures each of the four interior 

facades, thereby permitting guests on the upper floors unrestricted 

views of the whole project. The deep cross beams atop the atrium 

provide structural stability as well as diffusing the light that 

Figure 4: Louis I. Kahn. Covered exterior walkway. Library at Phillips Exeter Academy, 
Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 

Figure 5: Louis I. Kahn. Double-height apertures, teak exterior correlates with the 
placement of study carrels within the building. Library at Phillips Exeter Academy, 
Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 
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enters from the clerestory above. Everything of a smaller scale- 

everything intended to come in contact with the human body- is milled 

from white oak: the study carrels, chairs, atrium railings, and book 

displays. The material, warmer in color than the austere gray of the 

concrete structure, is more sympathetic to the touch, more comfortable 

to rest against, and more comparable to the scale of the human hand 

than is the smooth, monolithic concrete. 

 According to Kahn, a successful library not only meets the 

needs of its visitors by providing educational materials and an 

environment conducive to learning; it also fosters a desire to 

learn in their hearts and minds. A library ought to encourage 

Figure 6: Louis I. Kahn. Concrete structure. Library at Phillips Exeter Academy, 
Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 

Figure 7: Louis I. Kahn. Study carrels. Library at Phillips Exeter Academy, Exeter, 
NH, 1967-72. 
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the acquisition of knowledge. 

 At Exeter, Kahn investigates the relationship between the 

rational mind and the inescapable effect of the sensational. 

Embedded within the very core of Exeter library are several 

rational ideas of humanistic origin. The plan, for instance, is 

a square, the most basic and human geometric element according 

to Vitruvius, who determined that “Four is the number of man, 

because the width of a man with his arms outstretched 

corresponds to his height, thus forming the base and height of 

an ideal square.”6 Other elements evocative of the Vitruvian man 

are the crossbeams overhanging the atrium and the circular 

apertures in the atrium’s concrete structure, which suggest the 

motion of the proportionally perfect human being. The central 

atrium of the plan is also a square, and the ratio of its width 

to the height of the atrium is the mathematically perfect golden 

section.7 

 An anthropological justification for the perfect geometry 

of the composition refers to the ancient tradition of depicting 

Knowledge seated on a square, and therefore steadfast and 

unchanging, throne,8 while the chamfered corners of the 

building’s envelope recall the Chinese proverb that, “The 

infinite is a square, without corners.”9 The rational geometric 

shapes of the composition could allude to any number of 

historical or mathematical ideas of formal purity or knowledge 
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in an attempt to bring meaning into the built environment. 

 However, while the end result of the form is a balanced and 

symmetrical and pure, the project only truly comes to life with 

the introduction of light into the space. The rational mind can 

dissect the origin and meaning of each element of the design, 

but without the ephemeral, ineffable glance of light across the 

surface of the concrete, it understands nothing of the Exeter 

Library. Kahn’s understood this power of form plus light, 

recognizing the importance of the role of the incidental and 

inspirational and applying it to the built environment in order 

to ignite aspirations in the minds of the students to extend 

their reach beyond that which is already known. 

Figure 8: Louis I. Kahn. Atrium, looking up. Library at Phillips Exeter 
Academy, Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 
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Figure 9: Louis I. Kahn. Atrium. Library at Phillips Exeter Academy, 
Exeter, NH, 1967-72. 
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